Still following Colonna, the second chapter moves to the Mexican Treasure (1651), a vast commentary on Mexican fauna and flora and the academy's main collective project. Colonna's approach to the business of identifying plants is skillfully placed within the contemporary transformation of botanical research but also in the longer history of the discipline. Physicians and naturalists cooperating with Colonna are singled out, but further insight into their social and intellectual identity would have been helpful. Well connected, Colonna also gathered and passed on information about the civet, an animal whose production of a scented liquid from an area close to the genitals obsessed Renaissance naturalists. Reconstructing this obsession-but not its cultural significance-the authors also engage with De hyaena odorifera (1638), the report of a dissection of the civet by Pietro Castelli, whose career as a physician and botanist in Rome and Sicily, including his attempted reform of the medical curriculum, provides one of the book's unifying themes.
Anatomical investigations from the 1630s to the 1650s are the main focus of the third chapter, where historians of medicine will find valuable information about the network of anatomists connecting Naples to Germany and Denmark via Padua. A key player was the well-known Neapolitan surgeon Marco Aurelio Severino, whom foreign medical students and fellow anatomists in Padua would come to meet as part of their Italian tour. The chapter gives tantalizing glimpses of their conflicts but is particularly effective at conveying Castelli's growing sense of isolation and Severino's struggle to promote reforms locally while desperately seeking help and connections abroad.
To those unfamiliar with the history of southern Italy, much remains implicit in this book, and the prose is sometimes unnecessarily convoluted, but persistent readers will be rewarded with useful information and food for thought about the relations between centers and their so-called periphery in the seventeenth century. The editor of this significant collection of papers opens his introduction by declaring that "alchemy is now a hot topic" (p. ix). As one of the scholars whose recent work has played no small part in demonstrating the importance of alchemy to a proper understanding of the history of science, Lawrence Principe knows whereof he speaks, and he is surely right. Not so long ago there was still a tendency among mainstream historians of science to regard those who made claims for the importance of alchemy as all too obviously indulging in special pleading for their own idiosyncratic interests. Things began to change with the increasing realization that Newton's alchemy was not just a pastime, much less an aberration, but was a crucial part of his life's work with real ramifications and implications for his physics. Principe made his name by showing, effectively single-handedly in his Aspiring Adept, 1 that the same could be said for Robert Boyle's natural philosophy. Alchemical studies have come a long way since then, but as a comparatively new area of systematic and concentrated research, it remains an exciting and highly illuminating field, as this excellent volume clearly demonstrates.
Silvia
There is no room to summarize each of the twenty-two papers, but suffice it to say that, although they average only twelve pages each, they are all of a uniformly high standard and are packed with information. Furthermore, they range over an incredibly wide set of themes, from spontaneous generation to materialism, from transubstantiation to mechanism, and so on. Indeed, the themes discussed are so wide ranging that even early-modern scholars who think that alchemy lies outside their interests should certainly consult this volume. As well as the "usual suspects," like Paracelsus, Libavius, Kircher, and Newton, this book also rounds up Cartesians like Cordemoy, Rohault, and Régis, as well as G. E. Stahl and Herman Boerhaave. Similarly, as well as considering Paracelsianism at the court of Henry IV of France, there are also papers on alchemical disputes in the University of Prague, the Académie Royale des Sciences, and even the Swedish Board of Mines. There are also two studies based on archaeological investigations into the equipment and apparatus found in early modern laboratories and a fascinating paper whose author, by paying serious attention to alchemical fraud, shows that not everyone accused of being an alchemical charlatan was a deliberate trickster-and that those who genuinely believed that they could succeed at transmutation were nonetheless condemned as fraudsters when they failed.
The wide sweep of this collection goes a long way toward offsetting the usual complaint against anthologies that the end result is patchy and fails to provide the kind of coherent and comprehensive treatment that a well-written monograph offers. Although each paper inevitably offers only a fragment of what might be said, taken as a whole they at least seem to point to all that would be required for a comprehensive treatment of the subject of alchemy. Indeed, the only significant aspect of alchemy that was not explicitly discussed here was what might be called "recruitment." It is clear from the recent scholarship on alchemy that there were large numbers of alchemical practitioners, but it is hard to know how they became interested in it and how they were able to become practitioners-it is not, after all, something you can do after simply reading a few books. Even so, this is an indispensable collection of articles. One of the papers brings out the fact that alchemists sometimes disputed (among other things) the issue of eise-gesis-reading too much into a text (p. 38). There is so much in this volume that eisegesis seems impossible. Philipp Sömmering, an alchemist at the court of Duke Julius of BraunschweigWolfenbüttel, and his fellow alchemist Anna Zieglerin, were executed in February 1575 for a potful of crimes that included deception. As Tara Nummedal argues in this wonderfully written, brilliantly conceived, and thoroughly documented study of alchemy in the Holy Roman Empire, by publicly exposing the element of fraud in contractual obligations, such events helped to define the identity of early modern alchemists. Alchemical fraud, or Betrug, became a matter of intense concern precisely because alchemy had expanded to such an extent in the sixteenth century that it supplied essential practices to the entrepreneurial programs of territorial princes. Such debates concerning fraud, as well as the depictions of alchemists as fools, corrupt merchants, and criminals in the works of humanist authors like Petrarch, Brant, and Erasmus, prompted a reaction among alchemists themselves and led to a rethinking of the alchemical persona.
John Henry
Alchemical identities thus emerged as part of a dialogue among those involved in alchemical practices. Some attempted to make precious metals and gemstones. Others were skilled in metallurgy and advised on mining projects. Some created chemical medicines. These practices, Nummedal argues, were part of a continuing discourse in which success and failure, sincerity and deceit, become elements in defining what alchemy actually was. The persona of the alchemist could take many shapes. Alchemists might be scholars, artisans, merchants, or courtiers, for instance. One sixteenth-century figure, Leonhard Thurneisser, transformed himself from goldsmith to mine operator to Paracelsian physician to alchemist, making use of vocabularies, materials, tools, and talents shared by each along the way. The interaction between practical activity and social reward, between Betrüger and those wishing to claim technical expertise, helped to narrow the dimensions of alchemical authority.
Deciding on the nature of such authority was especially important to German princes who recognized the industrial potential of alchemical processes. Princely entrepreneurs like August of Saxony, Friedrich of Württemberg, and Duke Julius used contracts to spell out the precise details of processes and expectations in regard to those receiving alchemical patronage. Often, judgments about the success of promised processes involved others in court laboratories, assayers for
